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Understanding and Preventing Totalitarian Catastrophe
Catastrophes1 demand attention but defy explanation. Blessed or tranquil times do not
require constant contemplation of value, reality, and danger as much as catastrophes do, because
constant thinking about potential crises is not “a standard part of our mental skill set” (Posner
10). The human mind evolved to focus on pressing circumstances rather than variable, future
ones. Therefore, humans have a tendency to focus on goods particularly when they are not
present and ignore goods when they possess them—especially in the political realm, where
important goods and protectors of these goods are “taken for granted” (Snyder 342). We are
aware of this phenomenon; songs and quotes warn individuals that “you never miss the water till
the well runs dry” (Library of Congress). Shifting focus from important human goods poses a
significant challenge to protection and appreciation of values that are fundamental to the human
condition. Protecting and appreciating human goods requires us to answer these questions: what
are our fundamental human goods, and which state apparatuses preserve them, even (and
especially) in times of catastrophe?
Hannah Arendt, in The Origins of Totalitarianism, articulates important goods which are
central to humanity and susceptible to catastrophic loss—the rule of law and individualism—and
argues that these goods are especially vulnerable during catastrophic times in which totalitarian

For the purposes of this paper, a catastrophe is defined as “an event causing great and usually
sudden damage or suffering; a disaster” (Oxford).
1
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governments gain control. The rule of law is important to Arendt because it is an impartial force
that prevents undemocratic, coercive governmental action and interference (Arendt 461, 462,
467). One reason that individualism is important to Arendt is that individuals, each with
boundless and differentiated potential, have a unique role in checking, influencing and
transforming the state (Arendt 465, 466, 479). Timothy Snyder argues in Black Earth that, to
protect fundamental goods, states must have certain mechanisms in place; these mechanisms are
most notably state sovereignty and institutions. Sovereignty was the common denominator in
state protection of Jews during Adolf Hitler’s regime, and institutions asserted and
contextualized this sovereignty and differentiated individuals living under sovereign states
(Snyder 57, 105, 240, 244, 249).2
I examine catastrophe in this essay through the lens of Nazi totalitarianism in World War
II, because Nazi totalitarianism was an “irreversible catastrophe” (Kohn 2001) and a “central
event of our world” (Arendt qtd. by Kohn 2001). This essay will further establish and explain
why the rule of law and individualism are such fundamental goods, especially during
catastrophic totalitarian rule, drawing heavily upon Arendt’s discussion in Origins. Then, it will
establish the importance of institutions and sovereignty as discussed by Snyder in Black Earth.
Finally, I will consider why catastrophe uniquely jeopardizes goods and the institutions that
protect them, and how to prevent totalitarian catastrophe in the future. I conclude that catastrophe
jeopardizes human goods, especially the goods of the rule of law and individualism because

Snyder and Arendt both advocate for a conception of individualism that invokes pluralism.
Snyder shows his support for individualist pluralism via institutions, while Arendt shows her
support for individualist pluralism in her belief in individuated potential (Arendt 465, 479;
Snyder 240-248, 344). Both support the use of the state to protect the fundamental good of
individualism, even if Snyder’s ideal state is more robust than Arendt’s (Arendt 465, 467; Snyder
218, 240-8, 291).
2
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humans are more likely to sacrifice goods for collective security in times of turmoil. Institutions
and state sovereignty are fundamental to protecting these goods at all times—especially in times
of catastrophic loss.
Arendt contends that the rule of law practiced by totalitarian states is either deeply flawed
or nonexistent. A totalitarian government claims to follow “laws of Nature or of History” (461).
Contrary to the dictates of the rule of law, laws of nature are rarely enumerated clearly and are
instead assumed (461). These laws are movements, rather than impartial constraints. An
individual rarely can adjust beforehand to obey the laws of a totalitarian state, because
totalitarians claim to obey “a higher form of legitimacy which . . . can do away with petty
legality” (462). The rule of law is a fundamental good because it operates with the consent of the
governed; individuals can help devise law and adjust their behavior based off of law. Totalitarian
states, however, govern “without any consensus iuris whatever” (462). Tyranny is at least
stoppable by the constant stream of opposition that power vacuums create. Totalitarianism, in
contrast, exists to overcome all constraints and replace them with terror, which not only
suppresses opposition but “becomes independent of all opposition; it rules supreme when nobody
any longer stands in its way” (464). This is why the rule of law is such an important good: it
nurtures and protects the limitations on the state by applying laws not as assumptions but as fixed
rules.
Terror is the weapon totalitarians use against individuals. Its aim is not “the interest of
one man but the fabrication of mankind” and it “eliminates individuals for the sake of the
species, sacrifices the ‘parts’ for the sake of the ‘whole’” (Arendt 465). Privacy is ignored in
favor of “a band of iron which holds them [humans] so tightly together that it is as though their
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plurality had disappeared into One Man of gigantic dimensions” (466). The space between
individuals (in other words, privacy) is “the living space of freedom;” taking away this space
takes away an essential condition freedom requires to thrive (466). Totalitarianism seeks to take
away human will and replace it with the movement, “upon which all private destinies depend”
(468). Individualism is a fundamental human good because every individual is, in herself, a
defense against totalitarianism: “[totalitarians] can be hindered only by the new beginning and
the individual end which the life of each man actually is” (465). This is exactly why totalitarians
seek to undermine the individual; a blow to totalitarianism is struck with every child born (479).
Man’s “supreme capacity” (i.e., potential) can only be realized through individualism—this
“supreme capacity” contributes to differentiated individuals with “freedom” and a plurality of
“end[s]” (479). Therefore, individualism is important not only in of itself, (as the living space of
freedom), but also as a means to certain ends (such as privacy and the realization of man’s
potential). Similarly, totalitarianism is bad not only as a concept itself (by definition,
totalitarianism is a sort of state that ignores rights and checks on its power) but is also bad for its
consequences (destruction of values like the rule of law and individualism, and a disregard for
individual lives and democracy).
Snyder argues that only sovereign states can protect the goods that totalitarianism
undermines. “Removal of traditional state protections in the form of laws . . . [led to a] legal
abyss;” in other words, eroded sovereignty led to eroded rule of law (Snyder 218). Double
occupation by two totalitarian states (Germany and the Soviet Union) obliterated weak states,
especially when Hitler combined “Soviet techniques” of totalitarianism, subtly different than
Nazi ones, with his own. Snyder explains, “it was in the zone of double occupation, where Soviet
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rule preceded German, where the Soviet destruction of interwar states was followed by the
German annihilation of Soviet institutions, that a Final Solution took shape” (118). The
difference in the implementation of the totalitarian system in these two states, according to
Snyder, added to state destruction rather than lessening it. Weak states, because of the absence of
legitimate markets and strong legal protections that the rule of law would have granted,
jeopardize individualism, too. In these circumstances, a sort of “free market without individual
rights in which some people are treated as mere economic units to be consumed or sold” arose
(218). Furthermore, Nazis sought to negate the individuality of German Jews and undermine the
sovereignty of the states in which they resided by globalizing them (43-44, 321). Nazis
understood that most Germans saw German Jews as Germans and therefore deserving of dignity
and rights; to strip them of citizenship and claim to the sovereign German state would be to make
them a stateless mass.
Institutions are also crucial to protecting the rule of law and individualism against
totalitarianism. Weak institutions could be hijacked to subvert the rule of law; ones “that had
once represented toleration could be turned to the task of extermination” (243). Institutions can
function “like a state” or on behalf of a state and thus provide some semblance of law when it
seems to be absent (320). Jews survived when they “remained attached to the conventional state
institutions” (324), and for good reason: “all major German crimes took place in areas where
state institutions had been destroyed, dismantled, or seriously compromised” (338-339).
Institutions helped to humanize and individuate Jews by reaffirming their citizenship and claim
to statehood; when this was taken away, Jews were made into a mass that was much less likely to
survive (240-248). Institutions “[provided] the constraints upon those who did evil,” and these
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constraints restrained those who would disrespect individual rights and the rule of law (249).
Institutions can also help to promote pluralism (of ideas and solutions), which can be the “answer
to those who seek totality” (344). Plural institutions can help promote individualism because they
differentiate people by respecting and protecting various ideas, views, potentialities and cultures,
while still reaffirming commonality through a claim to citizenship (344).
Protections of goods via state sovereignty and institutions are often protections against
catastrophe. For example, when a state was destroyed by Germans, “the Holocaust took place; at
the other extreme of state integrity, it did not” (Snyder 219). A sovereign state was able to
protect Jews more than a weak one, regardless of the state’s level of anti-Semitism; Romania,
Denmark, and Croatia (among others) all prove this to be true (Snyder 216, 217, 228, 234). The
values we are more likely to give up in catastrophe are often the ones that are the most important
for us to honor and protect through sovereign states. It was rare for someone to rescue Jews from
a “sense of obligation to Jews;” instead, rescues were often driven by institutions, to restore
sovereignty and the mechanisms of the rule of law (270). When the state disappeared, those who
rescued Jews were motivated by a “sort of individualism” (291). This individualism, for Snyder,
seems to be driven by an enduring commitment to citizenship, individual potential and
differences, and common humanity, reaffirmed and protected by pluralist institutions (344).
Victims of catastrophe held onto individualism and the rule of law, though these values were
rapidly disappearing. This makes it all the more important to protect these values during good
times because they are so easily eroded in disaster.
Human goods are jeopardized in times of catastrophe because of the nature of
catastrophe—perpetuating a climate of terror and insecurity, catastrophes like totalitarianism
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drive humans together in a way that eliminates space between individuals, erasing the diversity
of views, values and potentialities (Arendt 466). When all space is eliminated, individuals lose
privacy, an integral step in the development of identity. Humans who act as a mass (commonly
referred to as “mob mentality”) often disregard values normally upheld, because “people will do
terrible things collectively that they would be unlikely to do as individuals” (Anderson 314).
Catastrophes not only lead to temporary acquiescence to individual rights violations and
disregard for the rule of law. Legislation enacted during catastrophe evolves to “circumvent
norms, precedents, and institutional-civil-liberties” that were upheld before catastrophe, and
entrenches these rights violations in law that governs future generations (Chesney 1412; see also
Monshipouri 25). Actions conducted during catastrophe that are presumably temporary often
contribute to long-term disintegration of the rule of law and individualism. Snyder, invoking
Nazi theorist Carl Schmitt, warns of a “state of exception” in which leaders gain power
(overriding constraints given by the rule of law) during catastrophic times (145). Governance,
which ought to start and end with the people, is transferred to the totalitarians (who now have a
warped form of legitimacy).
Catastrophe, which perpetuates a climate of fear3, makes individuals more complacent to
rights violations (Chesney 1412). Catastrophes present the “kind of risk that people are likely to
severely misestimate in the future,” (Viscusi and Zeckhauser 100). Fear influences individuals to
overrate the risk that catastrophes present, and these individuals become more willing and
susceptible to rights violations (Viscusi and Zeckhauser 100). To prevent future incursions upon

This climate of fear (i.e., terror), according to Arendt, is perpetuated especially by
totalitarianism because totalitarians monopolize fear and use it effectively to gain and
consolidate power (466).
3
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the rule of law and individualism, some countries take preemptive measures to shore up
institutional constraints against totalitarianism. Germany, for example, “has been engaged in a
constitutional balancing of security and liberty in response to, or anticipation of, actual
authoritarian . . . threats” (Miller 370).
It is paradoxical and contradictory that humans are willing to give up goods in times of
catastrophe, when humans especially know during these dire times that these goods are
fundamentally important. This may be due to cognitive dissonance, which is the “mental
discomfort after taking actions that appear to be in conflict with their starting preferences. To
minimize or avoid this discomfort, they change their preferences to more closely align with their
actions” (Acharya et al. 2018). Cognitive dissonance may make individuals in totalitarian states
more willing to sacrifice convictions they know to be important, even though these convictions
may help individuals defeat catastrophe before it happens. A (false) sense of security gained
from giving up goods may be easier to entertain than an unceasing commitment to fundamental
goods, yet survivors of totalitarian catastrophe noted that the goods that catastrophe undermines
rapidly become the only thing to which people can cling. During these troubled times,“the pale
light of the individual rescuers shone” (Snyder 320).
States should not wait until catastrophe strikes to start preventing catastrophe’s terrible
effects. If humanity truly cares about preventing totalitarianism, the worst political catastrophe
that has ever occurred, we must “build in advance the structures that make it more likely” to
avert catastrophe and help victims and rescuers (Snyder 321). Rescues during the Holocaust were
not common. Indeed, “it is all too easy to fantasize that we, too, would have aided [victims]”
(Snyder 321). It is thus imperative that states are proactive in shoring up their institutions and
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maintaining sovereignty when they can; there is no guarantee that each of us, in a bystander’s or
victim’s situation, would act heroically. Totalitarianism exists to override constraints, so defenses
against totalitarianism must be implemented before it happens.
Arendt in Origins of Totalitarianism articulates two values that are so easily lost in
totalitarianism, yet are so important for humanity: individualism and the rule of law. In Black
Earth, Snyder asserts that to protect fundamental values (and specifically, the two
aforementioned ones), states must protect institutions and sovereignty. In times of catastrophe,
people give up fundamental values to retain a sense of security. However, it is during these times
that these values are most important—as individuals who sacrifice their values quickly realize.
When people are oppressed and law is disregarded, individuals must remember their intrinsic
worth and potential and restore the rule of law; without institutions or a sovereign state,
fundamental goods may be all that an oppressed people have left. Catastrophe should be met, and
can be prevented by, a courageous and unceasing commitment (by the state and the individual) to
these goods.
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